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days, but this smart preparation 
is something at which Furman 
faculty excel. 
Number three has to do with 
my own personality as a teacher. 
I try to build on my strengths and 
acknowledge and accommodate my 
many weaknesses. When I came to 
Furman, I was confident about many 
things but insecure about grammar. 
I talked "country." One professor 
affectionately included in a letter 
of recommendation, which the 
foundation later shared with me, that 
I was the "most unsophisticated" 
student he had ever encountered at 
Furman. He went on to talk about 
how he and other faculty members 
were at work polishing their 
"diamond in the rough." 
The teachers at Furman 
encouraged my curiosity and dili­
gence and were patient with my lack 
of sophistication. Because they 
believed in teaching, they were 
willing to invest the extra time to 
help a student who had not come 
from an academic background. Now, 
whenever I devote extra attention to 
student "unsophisticates," I am 
simply passing on some of Furman's 
investment in  me. 
Number four has to do with 
students. From my days at Furman, 
I learned that when I prepare for 
class, I want to start from where the 
students are, from their world and 
their vantage point. Too often, it 
seems, faculty believe that students 
are, in the words of the Tappet 
Brothers (Click and Clack of 
National Public Radio's "Car Talk"), 
"unencumbered by the thought 
process." A good teacher respects 
students where they are as a 
beginning point before bringing them 
along to a higher intellectual plane. 
I like to use metaphors to which 
students can relate. This means 
changing my metaphors to keep up 
to date because, while I am not 
getting any older, the students get 
younger evety year. Furman faculty 
have always valued students as 
members of the community - future 
citizens who will be running the 
country in 20 years and making 
decisions that will have an impact 
on you and me. 
I shal l  be forever grateful for 
how Furman faculty and admini­
strators respected and worked with 
me. In l ike manner, I have tried to 
teach students to think, to have 
compassion and integrity, and to be 
problem-solvers. 
Finally, good teaching requires 
passion. Furman faculty passed on 
to me their enthusiasm for teaching, 
and I want to do the same for my 
students. If I can do that, I am 
making a contribution to the 
community. 
S orne say teaching will become obsolete in the near future, that students will sit 
at home and take classes through the 
Internet from specialists who work 
in a virtual university populated by 
shadow colleagues. I don't think so. 
Used correctly, technology 
wil l  enhance teaching, because 
computers can encourage active 
learning and help students use and 
develop their diverse talents and 
different ways of understanding. 
Faculty, of course, must insure that 
information tech-nology is handled 
correctly, and that control of edu­
cation is not given to managers who 
wil l  hire "knowledge workers" in 
the name of efficiency. 
We in the teaching academy -
whether at a l iberal arts institution 
l ike Furman or at a huge research 
establishment such as the University 
of I l linois - must support the 
democratization of technology. 
Technology must not serve to widen 
the gap between those who have 
access to new information and tools 
and those who do not. 
We should be ever-vigilant in 
this regard. Faculty must insist upon 
input in the growth of information 
technology. The 2 1 st century 
demands a much broader approach 
to learning, and new technology can 
help us meet that demand. But 
technology has the potential to 
become a tool of the elite. Our goal 
as good teachers who care about the 
community must be to democratize 
education. 
As Winston Churchill said, "The 
first duty of a university is to teach 
wisdom, not a trade; character, not 
technicalities." I believe Furman 
lives by that ideal, and that is what 
I try to carry with me. That ideal is 
also why I am so pleased that my 
daughter, Beatrice, has decided to 
attend Furman, a great university 
committed to teaching. 
Strong credentials 
"My philosophy of teaching is two-fold. 
I teach history, and I teach people." 
- Vernon Burton 
O rvi l le Vernon Burton graduated from 
Furman in 1 96 9  and received his Ph.D.  i n  
American history from Princeton University 
in 1 976 . 
Since 1 97 4 he has been a member of 
the history depart ment at the Un iversity of 
I l l inois, where he is professor of h istory and 
sociology. He is a senior research scientist 
at the National Center for Supercomputing 
Applications and h eads the initiative for 
humanities and soci al science projects. 
Named a University Scholar in 1 988, he is 
an affi l iate of the Afro-American Studies 
and Research Program and a member of 
the Campus Honors Program. 
Burton has written more than 1 00 
articles and is the author or editor of six 
books, including In My Father's House Are 
Many Mansions: Family and Community 
in Edgefield, South Carolina (Universi ty of 
North Carolina Press, 1 985), a Pulitzer Prize 
finalist. 
Recognized with teaching awards at 
the department, school, college and campus 
levels, he was designated one of the 
University of I l l inois' fi rst three "Distinguished 
Teach er/Scholars" in 1 999. He was also 
named the 1 999-2000 U.S.  Research and 
Doctoral U niversity Professor of the Year 
by the Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching and the Counci l  
for Advancement and Support of Education. 
He is a Pew National Fellow Carnegie 
Scholar  for 2000-2001 . 
Burton's research and teaching 
interests i ncl ude race relations, family, 
community, politics, religion, and th e 
intersection of humanities and social 
sciences. He is president of the Agricultural 
History Society and has received fellowships 
from the Rockefel ler Foundation, the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, 
the National Science Foundation, the 
American Council of Learned Societies, t he 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for 
Scholars, the National H umanities Center, 
the Carnegie Foundation and the Pew 
Foundation. 
He served this year as the General 
Mark Clark Distinguished Professor of 
History at The Citadel. 
For more on Vernon Burton, including his 
teaching philosophy, visit the University of 
Illinois Web at www.history.uiuc.edu/ 
fac_ dir!burton_ dirlphilos. htm. 
19  
